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1
IMAGE PICKUP DEVICE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The disclosure relates to an image pickup device and, in
particular, to an image pickup device comprising a compara-
tor configured to compare current signals.

2. Description of the Related Art

In recent years, an electronic device comprising a com-
parator which compares a current signal selectively output
from a plurality of signal sources with another current signal
(which may be a reference current signal) and outputs a
voltage signal based on the comparison of the current signals
has been developed.

Japanese Patent Laid-Open No. 2001-346102 describes a
solid-state image pickup device having a comparator for com-
paring current signals from first and second transistors,
whereby converting analog signals from pixels into digital
signals.

Japanese Patent Laid-Open No. 2001-292379 describes a
signal processing device for obtaining differential informa-
tion in image frames. The signal processing device has a
plurality of memory units and an operation unit for compar-
ing current signals from the memory units.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An electronic device according to one or more embodi-
ments of the present invention comprises an output line, a
current mirror circuit and a comparator. Current signals from
a plurality of signal sources are output to the output line. The
current mirror circuit is electrically connected to the output
line. The comparator is configured to compare a mirrored
current signal from the current mirror circuit with a reference
current signal. The comparator is configured to output a sig-
nal representing a comparison result of amplitudes of the
mirrored current signal and the reference current signal.

An electronic device according to one or more embodi-
ments of the present invention comprises an output line, an
impedance conversion portion and a comparator. Current sig-
nals from a plurality of signal sources are output to the output
line. The impedance conversion portion is electrically con-
nected to the output line. The comparator is configured to
compare a current signal from the impedance conversion
portion with a reference current signal. The comparator is
configured to output a signal representing a comparison result
of amplitudes of the current signal from the impedance con-
version portion and the reference current signal.

Further features of the present invention will become
apparent from the following description of exemplary
embodiments with reference to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a first exemplary
embodiment.

FIG. 2 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 3 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 4 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 5 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
ramp current signal source of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 6 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
comparator of an exemplary embodiment.
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FIG. 7 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
comparator of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 8 is a schematic illustration of the planar structure of
an exemplary pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 9 is a schematic illustration of the cross-sectional
structure of an exemplary pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 10 is a schematic illustration of the cross-sectional
structure of an exemplary pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 11 is a timing chart of an exemplary operation for an
exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 12 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a second exem-
plary embodiment.

FIG. 13 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a third exem-
plary embodiment.

FIG. 14 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
pixel of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 15 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
ramp current signal source of an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 16 is a timing chart of an exemplary operation for an
exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 17 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a fourth exem-
plary embodiment.

FIG. 18 illustrates an equivalent circuit of an exemplary
ramp current signal source of an exemplary embodiment.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

An electronic device according to one or more embodi-
ments of the invention may be included in a photoelectric
conversion device. The embodiment of the electronic device
comprises an output line, a current mirror circuit electrically
connected to the output line and a comparator for comparing
at least two current signals. A plurality of pixels are electri-
cally connected to the output line so as to respectively output
current signals into the output line. The current mirror circuit
mirrors (or reflects) the current signal from the pixel and
outputs a mirrored current signal. The comparator outputs, to
an output node of the comparator, a signal representing the
amplitude relationship between the current signals which are
input to the comparator.

In one or more embodiments, the mirrored current signal,
which the current mirror circuit is outputting, is compared
with a reference current signal. The reference current signal
may be a reference for comparison. Specifically, the elec-
tronic device according to one or more embodiments includes
a comparator to which the mirrored current signal that the
current mirror circuit is outputting and the reference signal
are input.

In the current mirror circuit, a path of an input current and
apath of an output current may be separated from each other.
The current mirror circuit may amplify or attenuate the input
current and output an amplified or attenuated current as an
output current. The output current from the current mirror
circuit may be the mirrored current signal.

A period during which the comparator outputs the mirrored
current signal may overlap with a period during which the
input current is input to the comparator. By simultaneously
inputting and outputting the current signals, the mirroring
operation may be conducted at a high speed. The comparator
may output the mirrored current signal when the input current
signal is not input.

A signal source may output a current signal. A memory, a
node via which a current signal is input from outside and a
sensor are enumerated as exemplary signal sources. The pixel
is a sensor for detecting light and may be the signal source.
The pixel includes a photoelectric conversion unit and out-
puts a current signal corresponding to the amount of charges
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generated by the photoelectric conversion unit. Further, a heat
sensor, a pressure sensor and an electromagnetic sensor are
enumerated as exemplary sensors.

According to one or more embodiments of the present
invention, current signals may be compared within a short
time. In one or more embodiments, the mirrored current sig-
nal, which the current mirror circuit is outputting, is com-
pared with a reference current signal. According to one or
more embodiments, it may be possible to compare the current
signal from each of the signal sources with the reference
current signal even though those signal sources are not con-
nected to the comparator, especially the output node of the
comparator. Therefore, a conductive member included in the
output node may be arranged regardless of the arrangement or
the configuration of the signal sources. In another case, the
number of the transistors which are connected to the output
node may be determined regardless of the number of the
signal sources. In other words, it may be possible to reduce
the parasitic capacitance of the output node, where a voltage
signal representing a result of the comparison may be output.
Hence, the voltage signal representing the result of the com-
parison may be quickly output because the speed of voltage
change at the output node may be improved.

A device described below has been known to the inventors.
A plurality of P-type channel amplification MOS (Metal
Oxide Semiconductor) transistors are connected to a signal
line via respective selection transistors. Further, a current
mirror circuit is connected to the signal line. The current
mirror circuit outputs a reference current signal. At the signal
line, a current signal from a selected one of the amplification
MOS transistors and the reference current signal from current
mirror circuit are compared. Then, at the signal line, a voltage
signal, corresponding to the amplitude relationship of the
current signal from the amplification MOS transistor and the
reference signal, emerges.

Another device described below has been known to the
inventors. Memory gate transistors included in the memory
units are connected to a signal line which has a node IM. Two
current signals from two of the memory units are sequentially
output to the signal line. Then, a voltage at the signal line
varies according to the amplitude relationship of the two
current signals. According to a direction toward which the
voltage varies, the operation unit makes decision on which
one of the two current signals has larger amplitude than the
other.

The inventors have noted that, in the electronic devices
known to the inventors, a plurality of signals sources are
connected to an output node (a signal line), where a voltage
signal representing a result of the comparison may be output.
In other words, a large number of transistors are connected to
the output node, in which the voltage may vary. Therefore, a
parasitic capacitance of the output node may be large. A larger
capacitance of the output node may cause a large time con-
stant. Thus, it may take a long time to accurately compare
current signals.

Since the improvement in speed may be obtained by the
arrangement of the conductive member included in the output
node, the number of the transistors which are connected to the
output node is not limited. When the number of the transistors
which are connected to the output node is lower than the
number of the signal sources, the speed may be more
improved than otherwise. Two transistors may be connected
to the output node: one outputs the current signals from the
signal sources, and the other outputs the reference current
signal. The output node may be electrically connected to a
transistor included in a circuit of the subsequent stage.
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In case the electronic device according to one or more
embodiments is included in a photoelectric conversion
device, the improvement in speed is beneficial. In this case,
the signal source may be the pixel. The photoelectric conver-
sion device may be used in cameras, which generally uses a
large number of pixels for obtaining an improved image qual-
ity. For example, the photoelectric conversion device may
include millions of pixels or more. Further, in the photoelec-
tric conversion device, the pixels may be arranged in matrix,
and signals from a plurality of the pixels may be output to a
common signal line. Thus, the more pixels are provided, the
more pixels may be connected to the same common signal
line. In other words, the parasitic capacitance of the signal
line is apt to be large. Hence, it may be beneficial to reduce the
parasitic capacitance of the output node of the comparator.

In the following detailed description, for purposes of
explanation, numerous specific details are set forth in order to
provide a thorough understanding of the disclosed embodi-
ments. These embodiments may have the above mentioned
features. It will be apparent, however, that one or more
embodiments may be practiced without these specific details.
In other instances, well-known structures and devices are
schematically shown in order to simplify the drawing.

In the following embodiments, an electron is used as a
signal charge. In other embodiments, a hole may be used as a
signal charge, and the conductivity type of the elements may
be inverted.

First Exemplary Embodiment

FIG. 1 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a photoelectric
conversion device according to one or more embodiments.
The photoelectric conversion device of the present embodi-
ment of the invention includes a plurality of pixels, a current
mirror circuit, an analog to digital convertor (A-D convertor),
an output portion, a vertical scanning circuit and a horizontal
scanning circuit. In each of the pixels, incident light may be
converted into a charge. The vertical scanning circuit pro-
vides the pixels with drive signals. In accordance with the
drive signals, a current signal corresponding to the amount of
charges generated by the photoelectric conversion unit is
output from the pixel. The current signal from the pixel is
input to the A-D convertor via the current mirror circuit. The
A-D convertor converts the current signal, which is output
from the pixel as an analog signal, into a digital signal.
According to drive signals the horizontal scanning circuit
provides, the digital signal is read out to the output portion.
The output portion outputs the digital signal to the outside of
the device.

The A-D convertor includes a comparator, a latch pulse
generator, a memory and a counter. The current signals from
the pixels are converted into the digital signals at respective
pixel columns. The comparator compares the current signal
from the pixel with a ramp current signal. The comparator
outputs a pulse based on a timing of an inversion of the
amplitude relationship between the current signal from the
pixel and the ramp current signal. According to the pulse the
comparator outputs, the latch pulse generator input a latch
pulse to a latch circuit of the memory. The memory stores a
count value that the counter is outputting when the latch pulse
is input to the memory. The count value stored in memory is
the digital signal converted from the current signal.

In the present embodiment, at each pixel column, the cur-
rent signal is converted into the digital signal. Further, in the
present embodiment, the current signal from the pixel is mir-
rored by the current mirror circuit, and a mirrored current
signal is input to the comparator for comparing with the ramp
current signal.
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Each part of the photoelectric conversion device of the
present embodiment will be described in detail. The plurality
of'pixels 101 are arranged so as to form a pixel array including
three rows and three columns. The number of the pixels 101
is not limited. For example, the plurality of pixels 101 are
arranged so as to form a pixel array including more than 1000
rows and more than 1500 columns. In another case, the plu-
rality of pixels 101 may be arranged in a line so as to form a
line sensor.

Signals from the pixels 101 included in a single pixel
column may be processed in common circuitry. In the follow-
ing description, exemplary one of the pixel columns will be
explained. The other pixel columns may have the same struc-
ture, configuration and/or circuitry as the exemplary one.

The pixel 101 includes at least a photoelectric conversion
unit and a pixel amplification unit. Incident light may be
converted into a charge by the photoelectric conversion unit.
The pixel amplification unit may output a current signal cor-
responding to the amount of charges generated by the photo-
electric conversion unit. Thus, the pixel 101 may be a signal
source configured to output a current signal. The pixel 101
includes OUT node, via which the current signal from the
pixel 101 is output. The pixel 101 may further include a BIAS
node, via which a bias current is provided from a bias current
source, and a plurality of nodes (PTX node, PRES node and
PSEL node), via which drive signals are provided. The
detailed structure of the pixel 101 will be described later.

The BIAS node of the pixel 101 is electrically connected to
the bias current source 102. A plurality of the pixel 101 may
be electrically connected to the common bias current source
102. For example, the pixels 101 included in a single pixel
column are electrically connected to the common bias current
source 102. In another case, a bias current source 102 may be
provided for each of the pixels 101 in the pixel column.

The PTX node, the PRES node and the PSEL node are
electrically connected to the vertical scanning circuit 103.
The vertical scanning circuit 103 may provide a common
drive signal for the pixels 101 included in a single pixel row.
Further, the vertical scanning circuit 103 may provide the
pixels included in different rows from each other with inde-
pendent drive signals. According to the drive signals the ver-
tical scanning circuit provides, the signals are read out from
the pixels 101 on the pixel row basis.

The OUT node of the pixel 101 is electrically connected to
a first output line 104. The OUT nodes of a plurality of the
pixels 101 may be electrically connected to the common first
output line 104. For example, the OUT nodes of the pixels 101
included in a single pixel column are electrically connected to
the common first output line 104. Thus, the current signals
from the plurality of the pixels 101 may be output to the first
output line 104.

The first output line 104 is electrically connected to the
current mirror circuit. An output node of the current mirror
circuit is electrically connected to a second output line 107.
The current mirror circuit includes an input-side transistor
105 and an output-side transistor 106. The input-side and
output-side transistors 105, 106 are P-type channel MOS
(Metal Oxide Semiconductor) transistors. The gate and the
drain of the input-side transistor 105 are shorted. The source
of the input-side transistor 105 is electrically connected to a
power source line. The power source line may provide the
source of the input-side transistor 105 with a power source
voltage VDD. The gate of the output-side transistor 106 is
electrically connected to the gate of the input-side transistor
105. The source of the output-side transistor 106 is electri-
cally connected to a power source line. The power source line
may provide the source of the output-side transistor 106 with
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a power source voltage VDD. The first output line 104 is
electrically connected to the drain of the input-side transistor
105 and the gates which are shorted to the drain of the input-
side transistor 105. The drain of the output-side transistor 106
is electrically connected to the second output line 107.

In the current mirror circuit, a current running through the
input-side transistor 105 may be mirrored in the output-side
transistor 106. In other words, the current mirror circuit may
output a current signal (a mirrored current signal) corre-
sponding to the current signal at the first output line 104 into
the second output line 107. The current mirror circuit may
output the mirror current signal which is amplified or attenu-
ated with respected to the current signal at the first output line
104. The amplification (or attenuation) factor may be deter-
mined according to a ratio of the sizes of the input and output-
side transistors 105, 106. For example, in a case of the input
and output-side transistors 105, 106 having the substantially
same channel length, the amplification (or attenuation) factor
may be the ratio of the channel widths.

The current signal at the second output line 107 is input to
the A-D convertor, and converted into a digital signal. The
A-D convertor includes a comparator 108. The comparator
108 has a signal input node 110, a reference current input
node 111 and output node 112. The second output line 107 is
electrically connected to the signal input node 110. The ref-
erence current input node 111 of the comparator 108 is elec-
trically connected to a ramp current signal source 109.

The comparator 108 may compare the current signal input
to the signal input node 110 with a ramp current signal, which
is the reference current signal, and output a voltage signal
corresponding to the amplitude relationship of the current
signals. In detail, the comparator 108 may output a first volt-
age when the current signal from the pixel 101 is larger than
the ramp current signal. The comparator 108 may output a
second voltage, which is different from the first voltage, when
the ramp current signal is larger than the current signal from
the pixel 101. For example, the first voltage may be near the
ground voltage GND, and the second voltage near the power
source VDD, or vice versa. The detailed structure of the
comparator 108 will be described later.

The ramp current signal source 109 outputs the ramp cur-
rent signal, whose amplitude may be continuously variable.
In another case, the ramp current signal source 109 outputs
the ramp current signal, whose amplitude may vary step-by-
step according to a clock signal CLK. The ramp current signal
source 109 is provided with a ramp reset signal via a reset
node. According to the ramp reset signal, the ramp current
signal is reset to an initial value. The detailed structure of the
ramp current signal source 108 will be described later.

The A-D convertor of the present embodiment includes a
latch pulse generator 113, memory (N latch circuit 114 and S
latch circuit 115) and a counter 116. The output node 112 of
the comparator 108 is electrically connected to the latch pulse
generator 113. The latch pulse generator 113 may be provided
with drive signals PTN and PTS. According to the drive
signals PTN and PTS, anode to which the latch pulse is output
may be selected. The latch pulse generator 113 outputs a latch
pulse selectively into N latch circuit 114 or into S latch circuit
115 based on a timing of an inversion of the voltage signal the
comparator 108 outputs.

The N latch circuit 114 and the S latch circuit 115 are
provided with count value from the counter 116. When the
latch pulse is input, the N latch circuit 114 and the S latch
circuit 115 may store the count value the counter 116 is
outputting at the time.

The counter 116 counts up or down and outputs the count
value according to the clock signal CLK. When a counter
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reset signal is provided via a reset node of the counter 116, the
count value is reset to an initial value. The count value cor-
responding to the amplitude of the current signal may be
stored in the latch circuit by synchronized drive signals pro-
vided for the ramp current signal source 109 and the counter
116. Thus, the current signal is converted into a digital signal.

The memory (the N latch circuit 114 and the S latch circuit
115) is electrically connected to an output portion. In detail,
the N latch circuit 114 is connected to an output circuit 119
via a third output line 117, and the S latch circuit 115 is
connected to the output circuit 119 via the fourth output line
118.

The horizontal scanning circuit 120 provides each of the
latch circuits 114, 115 with a drive signal. According to the
drive signal from the horizontal scanning circuit 120, each of
the latch circuits 114, 115 outputs the stored count value as
the digital signal into the output circuit 119.

The output circuit 119 may include LVDS (Low Voltage
Differential Signaling) circuit. Additionally, the output cir-
cuit 119 may digitally process the digital signals from the
latch circuits 114, 115. For example, the output circuit may
output differential between the digital signal of the S latch
circuit 114 and the digital signal of the N latch circuit 115.

As described above, a signal from the pixel, which is a
signal source, is converted into a digital signal and is output to
the outside of the photoelectric conversion device.

Hereinafter, an exemplary structure of the pixel 101 will be
described in detail. The pixel 101 includes at least the photo-
electric conversion unit and the pixel amplification unit. Inci-
dent light may be converted into a charge by the photoelectric
conversion unit. The pixel amplification unit may output a
current signal corresponding to the amount of charges gener-
ated by the photoelectric conversion unit.

FIG. 2 illustrates an equivalent circuit of the pixel 101
according to one or more embodiments. The photoelectric
conversion unit may be, for example, a photodiode (below,
PD) 201. The pixel amplification unit may be, for example, a
differential amplifier. The differential amplifier includes a
first input transistor 202 and a second input transistor 203.
The pixel 101 may include a transfer transistor 204, a reset
transistor 205, a first selection transistor 206, a second selec-
tion transistor 207, a resistor R1 and a resistor R2.

The anode of the PD 201 is provided with a ground voltage
GND. The cathode of the PD 201 is electrically connected to
a node 208 via the transfer transistor 204. The transfer tran-
sistor 204 transfers the charges generated at the PD 201 to the
node 208.

The gate of the first input transistor 202 is electrically
connected to the node 208. The gate of the first input transistor
202 is a first input node of the differential amplifier. The
voltage at the gate of the first input transistor 202 may be a
voltage corresponding to the amount of charges which are
transferred to the node 208. In another aspect, the transferred
charges are converted into a voltage signal at the node 208.
The drain of the first input transistor 202 is electrically con-
nected to the power source line. The power source line may
provide the drain of'the first input transistor 202 with a power
source voltage SVDD. The power source voltage SVDD may
be the same as the power source voltage VDD which provided
for the current mirror circuit. In another case, the power
source voltage SVDD and the power source voltage VDD
may be different from each other. The source of the first input
transistor 202 is electrically connected to the drain of the first
selection transistor 206 via the resistor R1.

The gate of the second input transistor 203 is electrically
connected to a reset voltage line. The gate of the second input
transistor 203 is a second input node of the differential ampli-
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fier. The reset voltage line may provide the gate of the second
input transistor 203 with a reset voltage VRES. The source of
the second input transistor 203 is electrically connected to the
drain of the first selection transistor 206 via the resistor R2.
The drain of the second input transistor 203 is electrically
connected to the source of the second selection transistor 207.

The node 208 is electrically connected to the reset voltage
line via the reset transistor 205. When the reset transistor 205
is turned on, the node 208 is provided with the reset voltage
VRES. In other words, the reset transistor 205 may reset the
voltage of the first input node of the differential amplifier.

The drain of the first selection transistor 206 is electrically
connected to the resistor R1 and the resistor R2. The source of
the first selection transistor 206 is electrically connected to
the BIAS node. The drain of the second selection transistor
207 is electrically connected to the OUT node. The BIAS
node is electrically connected to the bias current source 102
and the OUT node is electrically connected to the first output
line 104.

The gate of the transfer transistor 204 is electrically con-
nected to the PTX node. The gate of the reset transistor 205 is
electrically connected to the PRES node. The gates of the first
and second selection transistors 206, 207 are electrically con-
nected to the PSEL node. The vertical scanning circuit 103
provides each gate of the transistors with a drive signal for
controlling each of the transistors to be turned on or off.

The firstinput transistor 202 and the second input transistor
203 may form a differential pair. That is, the sources of the
two transistors 202, 203 are electrically connected to the
common bias current source 102. A drain current of the sec-
ond input transistor 203, which is the current signal to be
output from the pixel 101, corresponds to the difference ofthe
voltages at the gates of the two transistors 202, 203. Thus, the
differential pair of the first input transistor 202 and the second
input transistor 203 is included in the differential amplifier.

The first and second selection transistors 206, 207 may
select a pixel 101 which outputs the current signal, out of the
plurality of the pixels 101. In detail, when both of the first and
second selection transistors 206, 207 are on, the differential
amplifier may output the current signal via the OUT node.

InFIG. 2, the first and second selection transistors 206, 207
are provided for selection of the pixel. Providing the first
selection transistor 206 may reduce power consumption by
cutting the current when the pixel is in a non-selective state.
Providing the second selection transistor 207 may reduce the
parasitic capacitance of the first output line 104.

One of the first and second selection transistors 206, 207
may be omitted. In case the second selection transistor 207 is
omitted, accuracy of the current signal may be improved
because the symmetrical characteristic of the differential
amplifier may be improved.

Further, a third selection transistor may be provided in an
electrical path between the drain of the first input transistor
202 and the power source line. In case both of the second and
third selection transistors are provided, accuracy of the cur-
rent signal may be improved because the symmetrical char-
acteristic of the differential amplifier may be improved.

In another case, both of the first and second selection
transistors 206, 207 may be omitted. In this case, the pixel 101
may be set in non-selective state by providing the gate of the
first and second input transistors 202, 203 with a voltage such
that the both transistors 202, 203 are turned off. For example,
such voltage may be provided from the reset voltage line. In
case both of the first and second selection transistors 206, 207
are omitted, the fill factor of the pixel may be improved by
reduction of the number of the pixel transistors.
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The transfer transistor 204 may be provided in one or more
embodiments. In other embodiments, the transfer transistor
204 may be omitted. In case the transfer transistor 204 is
omitted, the fill factor of the pixel may be improved by reduc-
tion of the number of the pixel transistors.

Hereinafter, another exemplary structure of the pixel 101
will be described in detail. The pixel 101 includes at least the
photoelectric conversion unit and the pixel amplification unit.
Incident light may be converted into a charge by the photo-
electric conversion unit. The pixel amplification unit may
output a current signal corresponding to the amount of
charges generated by the photoelectric conversion unit.

FIG. 3 illustrates an equivalent circuit of the pixel 101
according to one or more embodiments. The photoelectric
conversion unit may be, for example, a photodiode (below,
PD) 201. The pixel amplification unit may be, for example, a
differential amplifier. The differential amplifier includes a
first input transistor 202 and a second input transistor 203.
The pixel 101 may include a transfer transistor 204, a reset
transistor 209, a connection transistor 210, a first selection
transistor 206, a second selection transistor 207, a resistor R1
and a resistor R2.

The anode of the PD 201 is provided with a ground voltage
GND. The cathode of the PD 201 is electrically connected to
a node 208 via the transfer transistor 204. The transfer tran-
sistor 204 transfers the charges generated at the PD 201 to the
node 208.

The gate of the first input transistor 202 is electrically
connected to the node 208. The gate of the first input transistor
202 is a first input node of the differential amplifier. The
voltage at the gate of the first input transistor 202 may be a
voltage corresponding to the amount of charges which are
transferred to the node 208. In another aspect, the transferred
charges are converted into a voltage signal at the node 208.
The drain of the first input transistor 202 is electrically con-
nected to the power source line. The power source line may
provide the drain of'the first input transistor 202 with a power
source voltage SVDD. The power source voltage SVDD may
be the same as the power source voltage VDD which provided
for the current mirror circuit. In another case, the power
source voltage SVDD and the power source voltage VDD
may be different from each other. The source of the first input
transistor 202 is electrically connected to the drain of the first
selection transistor 206 via the resistor R1.

The gate of the second input transistor 203 is electrically
connected to a source of the connection transistor 210. The
gate of the second input transistor 203 is a second input node
of the differential amplifier. The source of the second input
transistor 203 is electrically connected to the drain of the first
selection transistor 206 via the resistor R2. The drain of the
second input transistor 203 is electrically connected to the
source of the second selection transistor 207.

The node 208 is electrically connected to the reset voltage
line via the reset transistor 209. When the reset transistor 209
is turned on, the node 208 is provided with the reset voltage
VRES. In other words, the reset transistor 209 may reset the
voltage of the first input node of the differential amplifier.

The connection transistor 210 is provided in an electrical
path between the gate of the first input transistor 202 (the node
208) and the gate of the second input transistor 203. In other
words, one of the source and the drain of the connection
transistor 210 is electrically connected to the gate of the first
input transistor 202 and the other to the gate of the second
input transistor 203. When the connection transistor is turned
on, the gate of the first input transistor 202 and the gate of the
second input transistor 203 are shorted to each other. When
both of the reset transistor 209 and the connection transistor
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210 are turned on, the reset voltage VRES may be provided
for the gate of the second input transistor 203 via the reset
transistor 209 and the connection transistor 210.

The drain of the first selection transistor 206 is electrically
connected to the resistor R1 and the resistor R2. The source of
the first selection transistor 206 is electrically connected to
the BIAS node. The drain of the second selection transistor
207 is electrically connected to the OUT node. The BIAS
node is electrically connected to the bias current source 102
and the OUT node is electrically connected to the first output
line 104.

The gate of the transfer transistor 204 is electrically con-
nected to the PTX node. The gate of the reset transistor 209
and the gate of the connection transistor 210 are electrically
connected to the PRES node. The gates of the first and second
selection transistors 206, 207 are electrically connected to the
PSEL node. The vertical scanning circuit 103 provides each
gate of the transistors with a drive signal for controlling each
of the transistors into on or off.

InFIG. 3, the gate of the reset transistor 209 and the gate of
the connection transistor 210 are electrically connected to
each other. In another case, the gate of the reset transistor 209
and the gate of the connection transistor 210 may be provided
with independent drive signals. In this case the reset transistor
209 and the connection transistor 210 may be controlled
independently from each other. For example, when the both
of the reset transistor 209 and the connection transistor 210
are on, the reset transistor 209 is firstly turned off, thereafter
the connection transistor 210 is turned off.

The firstinput transistor 202 and the second input transistor
203 may form a differential pair. That is, the sources of the
two transistors 202, 203 are electrically connected to the
common bias current source 102. A drain current of the sec-
ond input transistor 203, which is the current signal to be
output from the pixel 101, corresponds to the difference ofthe
voltages at the gates of the two transistors 202, 203. Thus, the
differential pair of the first input transistor 202 and the second
input transistor 203 is included in the differential amplifier.

The first and second selection transistors 206, 207 may
select a pixel 101 which outputs the current signal, out of the
plurality of the pixels 101. In detail, when both of the first and
second selection transistors 206, 207 are on, the differential
amplifier may output the current signal via the OUT node.

In FIG. 3, a second reset transistor may be provided in an
electrical path between the gate of the second input transistor
203 and the reset voltage line. In this case, accuracy of the
current signal may be improved because the symmetrical
characteristic of the differential amplifier may be improved.

Other exemplary structure of the pixel 101 will be
described in detail. FIG. 4 illustrates an equivalent circuit of
the pixel 101 according to one or more embodiments. The
reset transistor 209 in FIG. 3 is omitted in FIG. 4. Two
transistors (the transfer transistor 204 and the connection
transistor 210) are connected to the gate of the first input
transistor 202. Two transistors (the second reset transistor and
the connection transistor 210) are connected to the gate of the
second input transistor 203. Accordingly, since the same
number of the transistors is connected to each of the first and
second input node of the differential amplifier, accuracy of
the current signal may be improved.

In FIGS. 3 and 4, the first and second selection transistors
206,207 are provided for selection of the pixel. Providing the
first selection transistor 206 may reduce power consumption
by cutting the current when the pixel is in a non-selective
state. Providing the second selection transistor 207 may
reduce the parasitic capacitance of the first output line 104.
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One of the first and second selection transistors 206, 207
may be omitted. In case the second selection transistor 207 is
omitted, accuracy of the current signal may be improved
because the symmetrical characteristic of the two input nodes
of the differential amplifier may be improved.

Further, a third selection transistor may be provided in an
electrical path between the drain of the first input transistor
202 and the power source line. In case both of the second and
third selection transistors are provided, accuracy of the cur-
rent signal may be improved because the symmetrical char-
acteristic of the differential amplifier may be improved.

In another case, both of the first and second selection
transistors 206, 207 may be omitted. In this case, the pixel 101
may be set in non-selective state by providing the gate of the
first and second input transistors 202, 203 with a voltage such
that the both transistors 202, 203 are turned off. For example,
such voltage may be provided from the reset voltage line. In
case both of the first and second selection transistors 206, 207
are omitted, the fill factor of the pixel may be improved by
reduction of the number of the pixel transistors.

Further, the pixel configuration in FIG. 3 may change such
that a charge of the PD 201 may be transferred to the gate of
the second input transistor 203. In other words, the transfer
transistor may be provided not in an electrical path between
the PD 201 and the gate of the first input transistor 202, but in
an electrical path between the PD 201 and the gate of the
second input transistor 203. In this case, since the same num-
ber of the transistors is connected to each of the first and
second input node of the differential amplifier, accuracy of
the current signal may be improved. Each gate of the first and
second input transistors 202, 203 may be set in an electrically
floating state after the reset voltage VRES is provided.
Accordingly, the current signal corresponding to the differ-
ence of the voltages between the two input nodes may be
output regardless of which one of the two input node the
charge of the PD 201 is transferred to.

In FIGS. 3 and 4, provided is the connection transistor 210
which connected to the two input nodes of the differential
amplifier. Accordingly, the reset noise, which is generated
when the input nodes are reset, may be substantially equally
divided into the two input nodes. Since the divided noises
may cancel each other by the differential amplification,
noises in the current signal may be reduced.

As shown in FIG. 1, the circuit for reading out the current
signal corresponding to the amount of charges generated in
the photoelectric conversion unit into the first output line 104,
which is illustrated in each of FIGS. 2, 3 and 4, is repeatedly
or periodically arranged. That is, the circuit illustrated in any
one of FIGS. 2, 3 and 4 is provided for each of the plurality of
the photoelectric conversion units.

In another case, the circuit illustrated in any one of FIGS. 2,
3 and 4 may be provided for every two or more ofthe plurality
of'the photoelectric conversion units. In detail, charges of two
photoelectric conversion units may be transferred into the
gate of the first input transistor 202, which is commonly
provided for the two photoelectric conversion units. In this
case, a plurality of the photoelectric conversion units may
share the transistors other than the transfer transistor. There-
fore the fill factor of the pixel may be improved by reduction
of the number of the pixel transistors.

In the present embodiment, the transistors which are
repeatedly provided so as to correspond to the plurality of the
photoelectric conversion units may have the same conductiv-
ity type. Specifically, the first and second input transistors
202, 203, the transfer transistor 204, the reset transistor 205,
the first and second selection transistors 206, 207, the reset
transistor 209 and the connection transistor 210 are respec-

20

40

45

50

55

60

12

tively N-type channel MOS transistors. In this case, since a
single conductivity type of a well may be provided in the pixel
101, the fill factor of the pixel, which is a ratio of a region that
the photoelectric conversion unit occupies to a region of a
single pixel, may be improved. Therefore, sensitivity and/or a
saturation amount of charges may be improved. However, a
part of these transistors may have a different conductivity
type from the others.

Inthe present embodiment, the electron may be used as the
signal charge, and the N-type channel transistors may be
provided. In this case, since the photoelectric conversion unit
and the transistors may be provided in the same well, the fill
factor of the pixel may be improved. Therefore, sensitivity
and/or a saturation amount of charges may be improved.
When a hole is used as the signal charge, P-type channel
transistors may be used.

An element which is provided commonly for a plurality of
the photoelectric conversion units, and is not repeatedly
arranged may be included in the circuit for reading out the
current signal corresponding to the amount of charges gener-
ated in the photoelectric conversion unit into the first output
line 104. For example, the bias current source 102 in FIG. 1
may be included in the circuit for reading out because it may
drive the differential amplifier by providing the bias current.
In FIG. 1, the bias current source 102, however, is provided
for each of the plurality of the pixel rows. Thus, the bias
current source 102 is not an element which is repeatedly
arranged so as to correspond to the plurality of the photoelec-
tric conversion units.

FIG. 8 is a schematic illustration of the planar structure of
the pixel illustrated in FIG. 3. The pixel circuit may be pro-
vided in a semiconductor substrate, such as a silicon substrate
or the like. The semiconductor substrate includes an active
region, which is defined by an element isolation portion 801.
Elements, such as photodiodes, transistors and resistors, may
be provided in the active region.

The element isolation portion 801 may include an isolation
structure such as LOCOS (Local Oxidation of Silicon) or STI
(Shallow Trench Isolation). In another case, the element iso-
lation portion 801 may include an isolation structure using a
PN junction. The element isolation portion 801 may electri-
cally isolate the PD and the transistors.

Inthe present embodiment, the MOS transistors are used in
the pixel. Each transistor has a source region, a drain region,
a gate electrode and a channel region. The source region, the
drain region and the channel region are semiconductor
regions provided in the semiconductor substrate. The gate
electrode may be formed of a poly-silicon provided on the
semiconductor substrate via an insulator film.

The PD 201 includes a semiconductor region 802. The first
input transistor 202 may include semiconductor regions 803,
804 and a gate electrode 805 as the source, the drain and the
gate. The second input transistor 203 may include semicon-
ductor regions 806, 807 and a gate electrode 808 as the
source, the drain and the gate. The semiconductor regions 803
and 806 may respectively form the resistors R1 and R2. The
transfer transistor 204 may include a gate electrode 809 as the
gate. The first selection transistor 206 may include semicon-
ductor regions 810, 811 and a gate electrode 812 as the
source, the drain and the gate. The second selection transistor
207 may include semiconductor regions 807, 813 and the gate
electrode 812 as the source, the drain and the gate. The reset
transistor 209 may include semiconductor regions 814, 815
and a gate electrode 816 as the source, the drain and the gate.
The connection transistor 210 may include the semiconductor
regions 814, 817 and the gate electrode 816 as the source, the
drain and the gate.
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Contact plugs 818 are provided for the gate electrode and
the semiconductor regions each of which forms the source or
the drain. The semiconductor regions and the gate electrode
may be connected to conductive members included in inter-
connections via the contact plugs 818. For example, the semi-
conductor region 814 and the gate electrode 805 are con-
nected to each other by the interconnection, and form the
node 208 in FIG. 3.

As shown in FIG. 8, two nodes, which are supposed to be
electrically connected to each other, may be formed of a
common semiconductor region or a common gate electrode.
For example, since the drain ofthe second input transistor 203
may be connected to the source of the second selection tran-
sistor 207, both nodes are formed of the semiconductor region
807. In another case, however, the two nodes may be formed
of'two separated semiconductor regions. The gate of the reset
transistor 209 and the gate of the connection transistor 210
may be formed of two separated gate electrodes. Although, in
FIG. 8, the resistors R1 and R2 are formed of the semicon-
ductor regions 803 and 806, the resistors R1 and R2 may be
thin film resistors formed of poly-silicon as the like.

As shown in FIG. 8, the structure from the gate electrode
805 to the gate electrode 808 may have symmetry with
respect to a line. In this case, accuracy of the current signal
may be improved because the symmetrical characteristic of
the differential amplifier may be improved.

FIG. 9 is a schematic illustration of an exemplary cross-
sectional structure taken along a line A-B in FIG. 8. The PD
201, the transfer transistor 204 and the first input transistor
202 are exemplarily illustrated in FIG. 9. The same reference
symbol is used to indicate elements in FIG. 9 and FIG. 8
which perform the same or a similar function, and detailed
descriptions of the elements are not repeated.

The PD 201 includes an N-type semiconductor region 802.
The N-type semiconductor region 802 may accumulate gen-
erated charges therein. The first input transistor 202 may
include N-type semiconductor regions 803 and 804 as the
source and the drain. Accordingly, the first input transistor
202 may have an N-type channel. These N-type semiconduc-
tor regions may be provided in a P-type well 819. The P-type
well 819 may be provided with the ground voltage GND.

The P-type well 819 may be a semiconductor region
formed by diffusing or implanting impurities into the semi-
conductor substrate. In another case, the P-type well 819 may
be formed by an epitaxial layer grown on the semiconductor
substrate.

A P-type semiconductor region 820 is provided adjacent to
the N-type semiconductor region 802 of the PD 201. The
P-type semiconductor region 820 may be connected to the
P-type well 819 and be provided with the ground voltage
GND. The P-type semiconductor region 820 may reduce a
noise caused by a dark current generated at the interface of the
semiconductor substrate and an insulator.

In case the transistors which included in the pixel circuit
have the same conductivity type, a single conductivity type of
awell may be used in the pixel as shown in FIG. 9. Therefore,
the fill factor of the pixel, which is a ratio of a region that the
photoelectric conversion unit occupies to a region of a single
pixel, may be improved.

In the present embodiment, the PD 201 which accumulates
the electron may be formed by providing N-type semicon-
ductor region 802 in the P-type well 819. In this case, since the
photoelectric conversion unit and the transistors may be pro-
vided in the same well, the fill factor of the pixel may be
improved. Therefore, sensitivity and/or a saturation amount
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of charges may be improved. When hole is used as the signal
charge, P-type channel transistors may be used, and vice
versa.

If two wells having different conductive type from each
other are provided, a PN junction may be formed between the
two wells. In this case, the elements are provided with a
distance from the PN junction in order to avoid the influence
the electrical field caused by the PN junction may impose on.

As shown in FIG. 9, light may enter the semiconductor
substrate in a direction indicated by L. That is, the photoelec-
tric conversion device illustrated in FIG. 9 is a front-side
illuminated type.

FIG. 10 is a schematic illustration of another exemplary
cross-sectional structure taken along aline A-B in FIG. 8. The
PD 201, the transfer transistor 204 and the first input transis-
tor 202 are exemplarily illustrated in FIG. 10.

The photoelectric conversion device illustrated in FIG. 10
is a back-side illuminated type. In detail, light may enter the
semiconductor substrate from a side (back side) opposite to a
side (front side) on which the gate electrodes of the transistors
are provided. L. in FIG. 10 indicates a direction in which light
may enter the semiconductor substrate.

The same reference symbol is used to indicate elements in
FIG. 10 and FIG. 9 which perform the same or a similar
function, and detailed descriptions of the elements are not
repeated. A conductive member 821 included in an intercon-
nection is shown in FIG. 10. Further, a color filter 822 and a
lens 823 may be provided on the back side of the semicon-
ductor substrate.

In the back-side illuminated type photoelectric conversion
device, conductive members and gate electrodes, which may
shield incident light, may be reduced on a side (back side)
though which the incident light may enter the semiconductor
substrate. Accordingly, sensitivity may be improved.

The photoelectric conversion device of the present
embodiment may include a second semiconductor substrate.
The second semiconductor substrate may include transistors
in the circuit for reading out the current signal from the pixels
or the signal processing circuit. The second semiconductor
substrate may be provided on a first side of the conductive
member 821, the first side being opposite to a second side of
the conductive member 821 on which the PD 201 is provided.
In another aspect of view, the (first) semiconductor substrate
where the PD 201 is provided and the second semiconductor
substrate where the transistors are provided may be arranged
so as to face to each other with the conductive member
included in the interconnection therebetween. In this case, the
fill factor of the pixel may be improved by reduction of the
number of the pixel transistors which are provided in the same
semiconductor substrate as the PD 201.

Hereinafter, an exemplary structure of the ramp current
signal source 109 will be described in detail. FIG. 5 illustrates
an equivalent circuit of the ramp current signal source 109
according to one or more embodiments. The ramp current
signal source 109 may include a current output circuit and a
current mirror circuit. The current output circuit may output a
current corresponding to an input voltage. The current mirror
may dispense the current from the current output circuit to a
plurality of the comparators 108.

The current output circuit included in the ramp current
signal source 109 of the present embodiment may be a dif-
ferential amplifier. The differential amplifier of the ramp cur-
rent signal source 109 may include a third input transistor 501
and a fourth input transistor 502. The third input transistor
501 and the fourth input transistor 502 may form a differential
pair. The sources of the third and fourth input transistors 501
and 502 are electrically connected to a bias current source 503
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respectively via resistors R51 and R52. The drain of the third
input transistor 501 may be provided with the power source
voltage SVDD. The drain of the fourth input transistor 502 is
electrically connected to the current mirror circuit of the ramp
current signal source 109.

The gate of the third input transistor 501 is electrically
connected to a DAC (Digital to Analog Convertor) 504. The
DAC 504 outputs a voltage signal, whose amplitude may vary
step-by-step according to a clock signal CLK. According to
the drive signal RESET provided for the DAC 504, the volt-
age signal is reset to an initial value. The gate of the second
input transistor 502 is provided with the reset voltage VRES.

The drain current of the second input transistor 502 may
vary on the basis of the voltage signal the DAC 504 outputs.
The drain current of the second input transistor 502 may be
the ramp current signal.

The current mirror circuit of the ramp current signal source
109 mirrors the drain current of the second input transistor
502 and input mirrored currents to the plurality of the com-
parators 108. An OUT1 node is electrically connected to the
reference current input node 111 of the comparator 108 pro-
vided for the leftward column in FIG. 1. An OUT2 node is
electrically connected to the reference current input node 111
of'the comparator 108 provided for the middle column in FIG.
1. An OUT3 node is electrically connected to the reference
current input node 111 of'the comparator 108 provided for the
rightward column in FIG. 1. The number of output-side tran-
sistors of the current mirror circuit of the ramp current signal
source 109 may correspond to the number of the comparators
108. In another case, the ramp current signal source 109 may
be provided for each of the plurality of the comparators 108.
Inthis case, the current mirror circuit for dispensing the ramp
current signals may be omitted.

The current output circuit included in the ramp current
signal source 109 may have the same structure as, or a similar
structure to the pixel amplification unit. In the present
embodiment, the same differential amplifier is used for the
ramp current signal source 109. Further, the ramp current
signal source 109 may include a dummy transistor, which
may correspond to the pixel transistor such as the reset tran-
sistor, the selection transistor or the connection transistor. In
detail, the ramp current signal source 109 may be a circuit
which substitutes the DAC 504 for the PD 201 of the circuit
illustrated in any one of FIGS. 2, 3 and 4. In the case where the
current output circuit included in the ramp current signal
source 109 has the same structure as, or a similar structure to
the pixel amplification unit, linearity in analog to digital con-
version may be improved.

In another exemplary ramp current signal source 109, a
voltage source including a constant current source and a
capacitor may substitute for DAC 504. Since the constant
current source is configured to charge the capacitor by a
constant current, a voltage signal, whose amplitude may be
continuously variable, may emerge at the capacitor. Accord-
ingly, the ramp current signal source 109 outputs the ramp
current signal, whose amplitude may be continuously vari-
able.

The direction in which the ramp current signal varies, i.e.
upward or downward, may be determined in accordance with
the conductivity type of the signal charge and the conductivity
type of the input transistors 202, 203. The amplitude of the
ramp current signal may vary in a direction from amplitude of
the current signal that the pixel 101 outputs in a dark situation
to amplitude of the current signal that the pixel 101 outputs in
a bright situation. The dark situation may include a situation
where the voltage of the node 208 has been reset and charges
are not transferred to the node 208.
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InFIGS. 2,3 and 4, the electron is used as the signal charge,
and is transferred to the node 208, which is the gate of the first
input transistor 202. The transfer of the electron may lower
the voltage of the node 208. The more the charges are trans-
ferred, the lower the voltage of the node 208 may become.
Since, in the bright situation, a large amount of charges may
be transferred to the node 208, the voltage of the node 208
may be low. Since the input transistors 202, 203 have N-type
channels, the amplitude of the current signal may be larger in
the bright situation than in the dark situation. In this case, the
ramp current signal whose amplitude varies from small to
large (or upward) may be used.

In another case, the electron of the PD 201 may be trans-
ferred to the gate of the second input transistor 203. In this
case, the more the charges are transferred, the smaller the
amplitude of the current signal may become. Thus, the ramp
current signal whose amplitude varies from large to small (or
downward) may be used.

In the case where the hole is used as the signal charge, the
above mentioned direction in which the amplitude of the
ramp current signal varies may be inverted. Further, the case
where the input transistors 202, 203 have P-type channels, the
above mentioned direction in which the amplitude of the
ramp current signal varies may be inverted.

Hereinafter, an exemplary structure of the comparator 108
will be described in detail. FIG. 6 illustrates an equivalent
circuit of the comparator 108 according to one or more
embodiments. The comparator 108 may transmit the current
signal input to the signal input node 110 and the reference
current signal input to the reference current input node 111 to
the output node 112. According to the amplitude relationship
of the current signals, the comparator 108 may vary the volt-
age of the output node 112.

InFIG. 6, an INN node corresponds to the signal input node
110. An INP node corresponds to the reference current input
node 111. An OUT node corresponds to the output node 112.

When a current is input to the INN node, the current may be
transmitted to the OUT node via a first current mirror circuit
601. When a current is input to the INP node, the current may
be transmitted to the OUT node via a second current mirror
circuit 602 and a third current mirror circuit 603.

The OUT node is electrically connected to a ground volt-
age line via an output-side transistor of the first current mirror
circuit 601. Further, the OUT node is electrically connected to
apower source voltage line via an output-side transistor of the
third current mirror circuit 603.

The current input via the INN node (the current signal from
the pixel 101) may discharge the OUT node. On the other
hand, the current input via the INP node (the ramp current
signal) may charge up the OUT node.

When the current signal from the pixel 101 is larger than
the ramp current signal, the voltage of the OUT node may be
or get closer to the ground voltage GND (a first voltage).
When the ramp current signal is larger than the current signal
from the pixel 101, the voltage of the OUT node may be or get
closer to the power source voltage VDD (a second voltage).

The current signals are transmitted to the OUT node viathe
current mirror circuits 601, 602 and 603. Since the OUT node
has two transistors connected thereto, the capacitance of the
OUT node may be reduced. Therefore, when the amplitude
relationship of the current signal from the pixel 101 and the
ramp current signal is inverted, the voltage of the output node
(the OUT node) of the comparator 108 may quickly change.
Thus, speed in analog to digital conversion may be improved.

InFIG. 6, each ofthe current input via the INN node and the
current input via the INP node is transmitted to the OUT node
via the current mirror circuit. In this case, the two transistors,



US 9,356,585 B2

17

which connected to the OUT node, may be arranged to be
close to each other. Accordingly, a short wire may be used for
the OUT node. Thus, the capacitance of the OUT node may be
reduced.

Hereinafter, another exemplary structure ofthe comparator
108 will be described in detail. FIG. 7 illustrates an equivalent
circuit of the comparator 108 according to one or more
embodiments. In FIG. 7, an INN node corresponds to the
signal input node 110. An INP node corresponds to the ref-
erence current input node 111. An OUT node corresponds to
the output node 112.

The INN node may be the OUT node. Thus, the voltage of
the second output line 107 which is electrically connected to
the INN node may vary according to the amplitude relation-
ship of the current signals.

Although the first output line 104 is electrically connected
to the plurality of the pixels 101, the second output line 107 is
electrically connected to the first output line 104 via the
current mirror circuit. Accordingly, only the output-side tran-
sistor 106 of the current mirror circuit may be connected to
the second output line 107. Thus, even in the case where the
second output line 107 and the output node 112 are the same
node, speed in analog to digital conversion may be improved.

The current input to the INP node may be transmitted to the
OUT node via only the first current mirror circuit 701. Thus,
the A-D convertor may be reduced in scale.

In the comparator 108 illustrated in FIG. 7, the current
input via the INN node (the current signal from the pixel 101)
may charge up the OUT node. On the other hand, the current
input via the INP node (the ramp current signal) may dis-
charge the OUT node.

When the current signal from the pixel 101 is larger than
the ramp current signal, the voltage of the OUT node may be
or get closer to power source voltage VDD (a first voltage).
When the ramp current signal is larger than the current signal
from the pixel 101, the voltage of the OUT node may be or get
closer to the ground voltage GND (a second voltage).

Hereinafter, an exemplary operation for the photoelectric
conversion device according to the present embodiment will
be described. FIG. 11 is a timing chart of the drive signals.
The drive signals PSEL, PRES, PTX, PTN and PTS, illus-
trated in FIG. 11, are respectively provided for the PSEL
node, the PRES node, the PTX node, the PTN node and the
PTS node, illustrated in FIG. 1.

The drive signal RESET represents the ramp reset signal,
which is provided for the RESET node of the ramp current
signal source 109, and the counter reset signal, which is
provided for the RESET node of the counter 116. Since the
ramp reset signal and the counter reset signal may synchro-
nize with each other, the drive signal RESET in FIG. 11
represents both of the two signals. In another case, provided
may be the ramp reset signal and the counter reset signal,
which are not synchronized.

FIG. 11 illustrates the current signal INN, which is input to
the signal input node 110 (INN node) of the comparator 108,
and the ramp current signal INP, which is input to the refer-
ence current input node 111 (INP node) of the comparator
108. Further, FIG. 11 illustrates the latch pulse that the patch
pulse generator 113 outputs and the count value that the
counter 116 outputs.

Each of the drive signals may have at least two values
which correspond to a high level and a low level. In analog
circuits, the high level of the drive signal may turn on the
corresponding transistor. The low level of the drive signal
may turn off the corresponding transistor.

Before T1, the PRES and RESET are of high levels. The
other drive signals are of low levels. At this time, the reset
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voltage VRES is provided for the node 208 and the gate of the
second input transistor 203. Since the drive signal RESET is
a high level, each of the ramp current signal source 109 and
the counter 116 is in a state of being reset, or of outputting the
initial value.

At T1, the PSEL turns into a high level, whereby the pixel
may be selected. Thus, the current signal according to the
voltage of the input node of the pixel amplification unit may
be output via the OUT node.

At T2, the PRES turns into a low level, whereby the node
208 may become electrically floating. In the pixel illustrated
in FIG. 3, the node 208 and the gate of the second input
transistor 203 may become electrically floating.

AtT3,the RESET turns into a low level, and the PTN turns
into a high level. With the RESET’s turning into the low level,
the amplitude of the ramp current signal may start to change
from the initial value. In the present embodiment, the ampli-
tude of the ramp current signal may change upward. Further,
the counter 116 may start to count at this time.

At T3, the voltage of the input node (node 208) of the pixel
amplification unit is the reset voltage VRES. Accordingly, a
current signal that the pixel outputs when in a state of being
reset is compared with the ramp current signal. The current
signal that the pixel outputs when in a state of being reset may
contain a reset nose, which is generated when the reset tran-
sistor turns off.

At the inversion of the amplitude relationship between the
ramp current signal and the current signal from the pixel (at
T4), the latch pulse is input to the N latch circuit 114, whereby
the N latch circuit 114 may store the count value at T4.

AtT5,the RESET turns into ahigh level, whereby the ramp
current signal source 109 and the counter 116 are reset. Then,
the PTN turns into a low level.

At T6, the PTX turns into a high level, whereby the charge
generated at PD 201 may be transferred to the node 208. At
this time, the whole charges of the PD 201 may be transferred
to the node 208. After a period passes since T6, the PTX turns
into a low level.

By the transfer of the charges to the node 208, the voltage
of'the node 208 may change from thereset voltage VRES. The
amount of the voltage change may be defined by the amount
of the charges transferred. On the other hand, the voltage of
the gate of the second input transistor 203 may be kept at the
reset voltage VRES. Thus, the voltage difference according to
the amount of the charges may emerge between the two input
nodes of the differential amplifier, and the differential ampli-
fier may output the current signal according to the voltage
difference.

AtT7,the RESET turns into a low level, and the PTN turns
into a high level. With the RESET’s turning into the low level,
the amplitude of the ramp current signal may start to change
from the initial value. Further, the counter 116 may start to
count at this time. Since the PTN is the high level, the count
value from the counter 116 is input to the S latch circuit 115.

AtT7, the voltage of the input node (node 208) of the pixel
amplification unit is a voltage corresponding to the amount of
the charges generated by the incident light. Accordingly, a
current signal corresponding to the amount of the incident
light is compared with the ramp current signal. The current
signal corresponding to the amount of the incident light may
contain a reset noise, which is generated when the reset tran-
sistor turns off.

At the inversion of the amplitude relationship between the
ramp current signal and the current signal from the pixel (at
T8), the latch pulse is input to the S latch circuit 115, whereby
the S latch circuit 115 may store the count value at T8.
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At T9, the RESET turns into a high level, and then the
analog to digital conversion may be accomplished. From T9,
the output portion may start to output the digital signals.

In the pixel corresponding to FIG. 3, a timing of turning off
the reset transistor 209 and a timing of turning off the con-
nection transistor 210 may be offset. In detail, the reset tran-
sistor 209 turns off before the connection transistor 210 turns
off. By this order of the operation, the reset noises, which is
generated when the reset transistor 209 turns off, may be
substantially equally divided into the two input nodes. As the
result, since the divided noises may cancel each other by the
differential amplification, noises in the current signal may be
reduced.

The read out of the current signal that the pixel outputs
when in a state of being reset may be omitted. Even though the
read out of the current signal that the pixel outputs when in a
state of being reset is omitted, an offset noise of the pixel and
the reset noise may be reduced because the pixel amplifica-
tion unit is the differential amplifier. However, with the read
out of the current signal that the pixel outputs when in a state
of'being reset, offset noises generated in the subsequent states
of the pixel may be reduced.

Hereinafter, another exemplary operation for the photo-
electric conversion device according to the present embodi-
ment will be described. In this operation, the drive signal
PSEL may be provided parallel for the pixels in a plurality of
the pixel rows. Thus, the pixels in the plurality of the pixel
rows may simultaneously output the current signals to the
same first output line 104. According to this way of operation,
the current signals may be summed up or averaged at the first
output line 104. In this case, each of the drive signals PSEL,
PRES, PTX may be provided for the pixels in the plurality of
the pixel rows simultaneously.

For addition of two current signals from two pixels, the bias
current source 102 may output the bias current which has the
amplitude twice as large as that of the bias current the bias
current source 102 may output when the current signal from
a single pixel is individually output. Then each of the differ-
ential amplifiers of the two pixels may be provided with the
bias current as large as that provided when the current signal
from a single pixel is individually output. Accordingly, the
current signals to be added to each other, or summed up, may
have respectively the same amplitude as output individually.
In the case where the current signals from more than two
pixels are summed up, the bias current may be turned up in
accordance with the number of the signals to be summed up.
For the average of the current signals, the bias current may be
set in the same amplitude when the current signal from a
single pixel is being output.

The current signal from the pixel may be amplified or
attenuated in the analog to digital conversion by controlling
the amplification factor of the current mirror circuit of the
ramp current signal source 109. In the case where two current
signals are added, for example, the amplification factor may
be set to two.

As described above, in the present embodiment, the current
signal from the pixel is mirrored by the current mirror circuit,
and the mirrored signal is compared with the ramp current
signal. According to the embodiment, it may be possible to
compare the current signal from each of the signal sources
with the reference current signal even though those signal
sources are not connected to the comparator, especially the
output node of the comparator. It may be possible to reduce
the parasitic capacitance of the output node, where a voltage
signal representing a result of the comparison may be output.
Hence, the comparison of the current signals may be con-
ducted in a short time.
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In the present embodiment, the A-D convertor is provided
for each pixel column. In the A-D convertor, the voltage of the
output node may change from the first voltage to the second
voltage (or otherwise) when the amplitude relationship of the
current signal from the pixel and the ramp current signal is
inverted. In other words, the voltage of the output node may
be inverted. If it takes long to invert the voltage of the output
node since the inversion of the amplitude relationship, the
generation of the latch pulse may be delayed. Since the
counter may continue to count up because of the delay of the
latch pulse, the latch circuit may store a wrong count value.
For prevention the above mentioned error, a clock signal of a
low frequency may be used, which results in a deterioration in
the speed of the analog to digital conversion.

On the contrary, in the present embodiment, since the para-
sitic capacitance of the output node may be reduced, the
voltage of the output node may be quickly inverted. As a
result, the above mentioned error may be reduced when a
clock signal of a high frequency is used. Hence, speed of the
analog to digital conversion may be improved.

Second Exemplary Embodiment

FIG. 12 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a photoelectric
conversion device according to one or more embodiments.
The same reference symbol is used to indicate elements in
FIG. 12 and FIG. 1 which perform the same or a similar
function, and detailed descriptions of the elements are not
repeated.

The photoelectric conversion device of the present
embodiment includes a plurality of pixels, a current mirror
circuit, an analog to digital convertor (A-D convertor), an
output portion, a vertical scanning circuit and a horizontal
scanning circuit. In each of the pixels, incident light may be
converted into a charge. The vertical scanning circuit pro-
vides the pixels with drive signals. In accordance with the
drive signals, a current signal corresponding to the amount of
charges generated by the photoelectric conversion unit is
output from the pixel. The current signal from the pixel is
input to the A-D convertor via the current mirror circuit. The
A-D convertor converts the current signal, which output from
the pixel as an analog signal, into a digital signal. According
to drive signals the horizontal scanning circuit provides, the
digital signal is read out to the output portion. The output
portion outputs the digital signal to the outside of the device.

In the present embodiment, the amplification factor, or the
gain, of the current mirror circuit is controllable. The other
features may be the same as the above described embodiment.
The detailed explanation of the same features as the above
described embodiment is not repeated.

The current mirror circuit includes an input-side transistor
1201 and three output-side transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204.
The input and output-side transistors 1201, 1202, 1203, 1204
are P-type channel MOS transistors.

The gate and the drain of the input-side transistor 1201 are
shorted. The source of the input-side transistor 1201 is elec-
trically connected to a power source line. The power source
line may provide the source of the input-side transistor 1201
with a power source voltage VDD. The first output line 104 is
electrically connected to the drain of the input-side transistor
1201 and the gate which is shorted to the drain of the input-
side transistor 1201.

The output-side transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204 are
arranged in parallel. In detail, the sources of the output-side
transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204 are respectively connected to
the power source line. The power source line may provide the
sources of the output-side transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204
with the power source voltage VDD. The gates of the output-
side transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204 are respectively con-
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nected to the gate of the input-side transistor 1201. The drains
of'the output-side transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204 are respec-
tively connected to the second output line 107.

The input-side transistor 1201 and the first and second
output-side transistors have the substantially same channel
widths. The third output-side transistor 1204 has twice as
wide a channel width as the input-side transistor 1201. The
input and output-side transistors 1201, 1202, 1203 and 1204
have the substantially same channel length.

A first gain control switch 1205 is arranged in an electrical
path between the drain of the second output-side transistor
1203 and the second output line 107. The first gain control
switch 1205 is a P-type channel MOS transistor. A drive
signal GAIN1 may control the first gain control switch 1205
to be turned on or off.

A second gain control switch 1206 is arranged in an elec-
trical path between the drain of the third output-side transistor
1204 and the second output line 107. The second gain control
switch 1206 is a P-type channel MOS transistor. A drive
signal GAIN2 may control the second gain control switch
1206 to be turned on or off.

The first and second gain control switches 1205 and 1206
may control the amplification factor of the current mirror
circuit. The first and second gain control switches 1205 and
1206 may be included in an amplification factor control por-
tion. By the two gain control switches 1205 and 1206, four of
gains are to be set.

When both of the first and second gain control switches
1205 and 1206 are turned off, the second and third output-side
transistors 1203 and 1204 are disconnected from the second
output line 107. Accordingly, only the first output-side tran-
sistor 1202 of the three may be connected to the second output
line 107. In this case, the mirrored current signal may be
output at the amplification factor of about 1.

When the first gain control switch 1205 is turned on and the
second gain control switch 1206 is turned off, the third out-
put-side transistors 1204 is disconnected from the second
output line 107. Accordingly, the first and second output-side
transistors 1202 and 1203 of'the three may be connected to the
second output line 107. A virtual output-side transistor has
twice as wide a channel width as the input-side transistor
1201 may be considered. In this case, the mirrored current
signal may be output at the amplification factor of about 2.

When the first gain control switch 1205 is turned off and
the second gain control switch 1206 is turned on, the second
output-side transistors 1203 is disconnected from the second
output line 107. Accordingly, the first and third output-side
transistors 1202 and 1204 of the three may be connected to the
second output line 107. A virtual output-side transistor has
three times as wide a channel width as the input-side transis-
tor 1201 may be considered. In this case, the mirrored current
signal may be output at the amplification factor of about 3.

When both of the first and second gain control switches
1205 and 1206 are turned on, all of the three output-side
transistors 1202, 1203 and 1204 may be connected to the
second output line 107. A virtual output-side transistor has
four times as wide a channel width as the input-side transistor
1201 may be considered. In this case, the mirrored current
signal may be output at the amplification factor of about 4.

As mentioned above, the amplification factor of the current
mirror circuit is controllable.

InFIG. 12, three output-side transistors are arranged. How-
ever, the number of the output-side transistors is not limited to
three. According to the size of each of the transistors, the
amplification factor may be determined.

In the case where the current signals from the pixels are
individually output, the amplification factor may be changed.
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For example, the amplification factor may be controlled to be
large when the current signal from the pixel has a small
amplitude, while being small when the current signal from the
pixel has a large amplitude.

The amplification factor may be changed between the case
where the current signal from a single pixel is output and the
case where the current signals from a plurality of the pixels
are simultaneously output. For adding or averaging the cur-
rent signals, a small amplification factor may be used. The
small amplification factor may result in a large dynamic range
at the subsequent stages.

An exemplary structure of the pixel may be the same as the
above described embodiment. The equivalent circuit of the
pixel is illustrated in FIG. 2, 3 or 4. The exemplary planar and
cross-sectional structures of the pixel is illustrated in FIGS. 8,
9 and 10.

An exemplary operation for the photoelectric conversion
device according to the present embodiment may be the same
as the above described embodiment. The photoelectric con-
version device may be operated according to the drive signals
illustrated in FIG. 11.

In the present embodiment, since the amplification factor
of the current mirror circuit is controllable, a wide dynamic
range and a high signal-to-noise ratio (SN ratio) may be
obtained. For capturing a dark object, improvement in SN
ratio may be obtained because of a high gain of the current
mirror circuit. For capturing a bright object, which is less
effected by noises, improvement in dynamic range may be
obtained because of a low gain of the current mirror circuit.
Third Exemplary Embodiment

FIG. 13 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a photoelectric
conversion device according to one or more embodiments.
The same reference symbol is used to indicate elements in
FIG. 13 and either one of FIG. 1 or 12 which perform the same
or a similar function, and detailed descriptions of the ele-
ments are not repeated.

The photoelectric conversion device of the present
embodiment includes a plurality of pixels, a current mirror
circuit, an analog to digital convertor (A-D convertor), an
output portion, a vertical scanning circuit and a horizontal
scanning circuit. In each of the pixels, incident light may be
converted into a charge. The vertical scanning circuit pro-
vides the pixels with drive signals. In accordance with the
drive signals, a current signal corresponding to the amount of
charges generated by the photoelectric conversion unit is
output from the pixel. The current signal from the pixel is
input to the A-D convertor via the current mirror circuit. The
A-D convertor converts the current signal, which output from
the pixel as an analog signal, into a digital signal. According
to drive signals the horizontal scanning circuit provides, the
digital signal is read out to the output portion. The output
portion outputs the digital signal to the outside of the device.

In the present embodiment, a structure of the pixel is dif-
ferent from those of the above described embodiments. Fur-
ther, a structure of the ramp current signal source may be
different from those of the above described embodiments.
The other features may be the same as the above described
embodiments. The detailed explanation of the same features
as the above described embodiments is not repeated.

The pixel 1301 includes OUT node, via which the current
signal from the pixel 1301 is output. The pixel 1301 may
further includes a plurality of nodes (PTX node, PRES node
and PSEL node), via which drive signals are provided. The
pixel 1301 does not include a BIAS node. Therefore, a bias
current source 102 which is provided for each of the pixel
columns is omitted. The other nodes have the same configu-
ration as the above described embodiments.
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The pixel 1301 includes at least the photoelectric conver-
sion unit and the pixel amplification unit. Incident light may
be converted into a charge by the photoelectric conversion
unit. The pixel amplification unit may output a current signal
corresponding to the amount of charges generated by the
photoelectric conversion unit.

FIG. 14 illustrates an equivalent circuit of the pixel 101
according to one or more embodiments. The photoelectric
conversion unit may be, for example, a photodiode (below,
PD) 1401. The pixel amplification unit may be, for example,
a common source amplifier. The common source amplifier
includes an amplification transistor 1402 and a load resistor
RL. The pixel 1301 may include a transfer transistor 1403, a
reset transistor 1404, a selection transistor 1405.

The anode of the PD 1401 is provided with a ground
voltage GND. The cathode of the PD 1401 is electrically
connected to anode 1406 via the transfer transistor 1403. The
transfer transistor 1403 transfers the charges generated at the
PD 1401 to the node 1406.

The gate of the amplification transistor 1402 is electrically
connected to the node 1406. The gate of the amplification
transistor 1402 is an input node of the common source ampli-
fier. The voltage at the gate of the amplification transistor
1402 may be a voltage corresponding to the amount of
charges which are transferred to the node 1406. In another
aspect, the transferred charges are converted into a voltage
signal at the node 1406. The drain of the amplification tran-
sistor 1402 is electrically connected to the OUT node. The
source of the first input transistor 1402 is electrically con-
nected to the drain of the selection transistor 1405 via the load
resistor RL.

The node 1406 is electrically connected to the reset voltage
line via the reset transistor 1404. When the reset transistor
1404 is turned on, the node 1406 is provided with the reset
voltage VRES. In other words, the reset transistor 1404 may
reset the voltage of the first input node of the common source
amplifier.

The drain of the selection transistor 1405 is electrically
connected to the load resistor RL. The source of the selection
transistor 1405 may be provided with the ground voltage
GND.

The gate of the transfer transistor 1403 is electrically con-
nected to the PTX node. The gate of the reset transistor 1404
is electrically connected to the PRES node. The gate of the
selection transistor 1405 is electrically connected to the PSEL
node. The vertical scanning circuit 103 provides each gate of
the transistors with a drive signal for controlling each of the
transistors to be turned on or off.

The current signal corresponding to the amount of charges
which are transferred to the input node of the common source
amplifier may be output via the OUT node into the first output
line 104. The selection transistor 1405 may select a pixel 1301
which outputs the current signal, out of the plurality of the
pixels 1301. In detail, when the selection transistor 1405 is
turned on, the common source amplifier may output the cur-
rent signal via the OUT node.

The load resistor RL may include a MOS transistor with a
diode-type connection, where the gate and the drain are
shorted. In the case where the MOS transistor with a diode-
type connection is used, the fill factor of the pixel may be
improved by reduction of the size of the element. Therefore,
sensitivity and/or a saturation amount of charges may be
improved.

Hereinafter, an exemplary structure of the ramp current
signal source 1302 will be described in detail. FIG. 15 illus-
trates an equivalent circuit of the ramp current signal source
1302 of the present embodiment. The ramp current signal
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source 1302 may include a current output circuit and a current
mirror circuit. The current output circuit may output a current
corresponding to an input voltage. The current mirror circuit
may dispense the current from the current output circuit to a
plurality of the comparators 108.

The current output circuit included in the ramp current
signal source 1302 of the present embodiment may be a
common source amplifier. The common source amplifier of
the ramp current signal source 1302 may include an amplifi-
cation transistor 1501 and a load resistor RL. The source of
the amplification transistor 1501 is electrically connected to
the load resistor RL. The drain of the amplification transistor
1501 is electrically connected to the current mirror circuit.

The load resistor RL is electrically connected to a drain of
a load transistor 1502. The source of the load transistor 1502
is electrically connected to the ground voltage line. The gate
of the load transistor 1502 may be provided with the power
source voltage VDD. The load transistor 1502 may corre-
spond to the selection transistor 1405 of the pixel 1301. The
load transistor 1502 may be arranged such that the pixel and
the ramp current signal source 1302 may have the same or
similar structures.

The gate of the amplification transistor 1501 is electrically
connected to a DAC (Digital to Analog Convertor) 1503. The
function of the DAC 1503 may be the same as the DAC 504 in
the above described embodiments. The detailed description
of'the DAC 1503 is not repeated.

The drain current of the amplification transistor 1501 may
vary on the basis of the voltage signal the DAC 1503 outputs.
The drain current of the amplification transistor 1501 may be
the ramp current signal.

The current mirror circuit of the ramp current signal source
1302 mirrors the drain current of the amplification transistor
1501 and input mirrored currents to the plurality of the com-
parators 108. An OUT1 node is electrically connected to the
reference current input node 111 of the comparator 108 pro-
vided for the leftward column in FIG. 13. An OUT2 node is
electrically connected to the reference current input node 111
of'the comparator 108 provided for the middle column in FIG.
13. An OUT3 node is electrically connected to the reference
current input node 111 of'the comparator 108 provided for the
rightward column in FIG. 13. The number of output-side
transistors of the current mirror circuit of the ramp current
signal source 1302 may correspond to the number of the
comparators 108. In another case, the ramp current signal
source 1302 may be provided for each of the plurality of the
comparators 108. In this case, the current mirror circuit for
dispensing the ramp current signals may be omitted.

The current output circuit included in the ramp current
signal source 1302 may have the same structure as, or a
similar structure to the pixel amplification unit. In the present
embodiment, the same common source amplifier is used for
the ramp current signal source 1302. Further, the ramp current
signal source 1302 may include a dummy transistor, which
may correspond to the pixel transistor such as the reset tran-
sistor or the transfer transistor. In detail, the ramp current
signal source 1302 may be a circuit which substitutes the
DAC 1503 for the PD 1401 of the circuit illustrated in FIG. 14.
In the case where the current output circuit included in the
ramp current signal source 1302 has the same structure as, or
a similar structure to the pixel amplification unit, linearity in
analog to digital conversion may be improved.

In other cases, the ramp current signal source 1302 may be
replaced by the ramp current signal source 109, or vice versa.

An exemplary operation for the photoelectric conversion
device according to the present embodiment may be the same
as the above described embodiments. The photoelectric con-
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version device may be operated according to the drive signals
illustrated in FIG. 16. In FIG. 16, the direction in which the
ramp current signal may change is inverted from that in FI1G.
11.

The direction in which the ramp current signal varies, i.e.
upward or downward, may be determined in accordance with
the conductivity type of the signal charge and the conductivity
type of the amplification transistor 1402. The amplitude of the
ramp current signal may vary in a direction from amplitude of
the current signal that the pixel 1301 outputs in a dark situa-
tion to amplitude of the current signal that the pixel 1301
outputs in a bright situation. The dark situation may include a
situation where the voltage of the node 1406 has been reset
and charges are not transferred to the node 1406.

In FIG. 14, the electron is used as the signal charge, and is
transferred to the node 1406, which is the gate of the ampli-
fication transistor 1402. The transfer of the electron may
lower the voltage of the node 1406. The more the charges are
transferred, the lower the voltage of the node 1406 may
become. Since, in the bright situation, a large amount of
charges may be transferred to the node 1406, the voltage of
the node 1406 may be low. Since the amplification transistors
1402 has an N-type channel, the amplitude of the current
signal may be smaller in the bright situation than in the dark
situation. In this case, the ramp current signal whose ampli-
tude varies from large to small (or downward) may be used.

In the case where the hole is used as the signal charge, the
above mentioned direction in which the amplitude of the
ramp current signal varies may be inverted. Further, the case
where the amplification transistors 1402 has a P-type channel,
the above mentioned direction in which the amplitude of the
ramp current signal varies may be inverted.

In the present embodiment, the pixel includes the common
source amplifier. The common source amplifier may include
a smaller number of elements than a differential amplifier.
Hence, the fill factor of the pixel may be improved by reduc-
tion of the number of the pixel transistors. Therefore, sensi-
tivity and/or a saturation amount of charges may be improved.
Fourth Exemplary Embodiment

FIG. 17 illustrates an equivalent circuit of a photoelectric
conversion device according to one or more embodiments.
The same reference symbol is used to indicate elements in
FIG. 17 and one of FIG. 1, 12 or 13 which perform the same
or a similar function, and detailed descriptions of the ele-
ments are not repeated.

In the present embodiment, the current signal from the
pixel is input to the comparator via an impedance conversion
portion, and then compared with the ramp current signal.
While, in the above described embodiments, the impedance
conversion portion may be the current mirror circuit, in the
present embodiment, the impedance conversion portion is a
common gate amplifier.

The photoelectric conversion device of the present
embodiment includes a plurality of pixels, a common gate
amplifier, an analog to digital convertor (A-D convertor), an
output portion, a vertical scanning circuit and a horizontal
scanning circuit. In each of the pixels, incident light may be
converted into a charge. The vertical scanning circuit pro-
vides the pixels with drive signals. In accordance with the
drive signals, a current signal corresponding to the amount of
charges generated by the photoelectric conversion unit is
output from the pixel. The current signal from the pixel is
input to the A-D convertor via the current mirror circuit. The
A-D convertor converts the current signal, which output from
the pixel as an analog signal, into a digital signal. According
to drive signals the horizontal scanning circuit provides, the
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digital signal is read out to the output portion. The output
portion outputs the digital signal to the outside of the device.

The present embodiment may differ from the above
described embodiments in that the impedance conversion
portion is the common gate amplifier. The other features may
be the same as the above described embodiments. The
detailed explanation of the same features as the above
described embodiments is not repeated.

An exemplary structure of the pixel may be the same as the
above described embodiment. The equivalent circuit of the
pixel is illustrated in FIG. 14. The exemplary planar and
cross-sectional structures of the pixel is illustrated in FIGS. 8,
9 and 10. The detailed explanation is not repeated.

In the present embodiment, the first output line 104 is
electrically connected to the common gate amplifier. The
common gate amplifier includes an N-type channel MOS
transistor 1701. The gate of the transistor 1701 may be pro-
vided with a bias voltage VGATE. The drain of the transistor
1701 is electrically connected to a node 1705.

A source current and a drain current of the transistor 1701
may have the substantially same amplitudes. In other words,
the current signal from the pixel may be transmitted to the
node 1705 via the common gate amplifier. The change in
voltage according to the change of the current signal may be
smaller at the drain (the node 1705) of the transistor 1701 than
at the source. Accordingly, the change in voltage at the first
output line 104, which may have a large parasitic capacitance,
may be reduced. In another aspect of view, since the common
gate amplifier may convert the impedance, the capacitance of
the node 1705 may be smaller than that of the first output line
104.

As illustrated in FIG. 17, the comparator is provided to
each of the pixel columns. The comparator includes a current
mirror circuit includes P-type channel MOS transistors. The
node 1705 is a first input node of the comparator. The first
input node is electrically connected to the common gate
amplifier. A second input node of the comparator is electri-
cally connected to the ramp current signal source 1704. The
node 1705 may be an output node, where a signal represent-
ing a result of the comparison may be output.

The output node of the comparator is electrically con-
nected to a common source amplifier. The common source
amplifier includes a P-type channel MOS transistor and a
current source which serves as a load. The output node of the
common source amplifier is electrically connected to the
latch pulse generator 113. The common source amplifier may
inversely amplify the signal representing a result of the com-
parison, which is output from the comparator, and transmit
the amplified signal to the latch pulse generator 113. In the
present embodiment, the signal representing a result of the
comparison may be a current signal, and, the common source
amplifier may convert the current signal into the voltage
signal.

The node 1705 is electrically connected to a clip circuit,
which is provided in order to keep the transistor 1701 from
turning off. The clip circuit includes an N-type channel MOS
transistor 1703. The gate of the transistor 1703 may provided
with a clip voltage VCLIP.

Hereinafter, an exemplary structure of the ramp current
signal source 1704 will be described in detail. FIG. 18 illus-
trates an equivalent circuit of the ramp current signal source
1704 of the present embodiment. The ramp current signal
source 1704 may include a current output circuit, a first cur-
rent mirror circuit and a second current mirror circuit. The
current output circuit may output a current corresponding to
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an input voltage. The second current mirror circuit may dis-
pense the current from the current output circuit to a plurality
of the comparators 108.

The current output circuit included in the ramp current
signal source 1704 of the present embodiment may be a
common source amplifier. The common source amplifier of
the ramp current signal source 1704 may include an amplifi-
cation transistor 1801 and a load resistor RL. The source of
the amplification transistor 1801 is electrically connected to
the load resistor RL. The drain of the amplification transistor
1801 is electrically connected to the first current mirror cir-
cuit.

The load resistor RL is electrically connected to a drain of
a load transistor 1802. The source of the load transistor 1802
is electrically connected to the ground voltage line. The gate
of the load transistor 1802 may be provided with the power
source voltage VDD. The load transistor 1802 may corre-
spond to the selection transistor 1405 of the pixel 1301. The
load transistor 1802 may be arranged such that the pixel and
the ramp current signal source 1704 may have the same or
similar structures.

The gate of the amplification transistor 1801 is electrically
connected to a DAC (Digital to Analog Convertor) 1803. The
function of the DAC 1803 may be the same as the DAC 504 in
the above described embodiments. The detailed description
of the DAC 1503 is not repeated.

The drain current of the amplification transistor 1801 may
vary on the basis of the voltage signal the DAC 1803 outputs.
The drain current of the amplification transistor 1801 may be
the ramp current signal.

The drain current of the amplification transistor 1801 may
be mirrored by the first and second current mirror circuits of
the ramp current signal source 1704 and input to the plurality
of the comparators 108. An OUT1 node is electrically con-
nected to the reference current input node of the comparator
provided for the leftward column in FIG. 17. An OUT2 node
is electrically connected to the reference current input node of
the comparator provided for the middle column in FIG. 17.
An OUTS3 node is electrically connected to the reference
current input node of the comparator provided for the right-
ward column in FIG. 17. The number of output-side transis-
tors of the current mirror circuit of the ramp current signal
source 1704 may correspond to the number of the compara-
tors. In another case, the ramp current signal source 1704 may
be provided for each of the plurality of the comparators. In
this case, the current mirror circuit for dispensing the ramp
current signals may be omitted.

The current output circuit included in the ramp current
signal source 1704 may have the same structure as, or a
similar structure to the pixel amplification unit. In the present
embodiment, the same common source amplifier is used for
the ramp current signal source 1704. Further, the ramp current
signal source 1704 may include a dummy transistor, which
may correspond to the pixel transistor such as the reset tran-
sistor or the transfer transistor. In detail, the ramp current
signal source 1704 may be a circuit which substitutes the
DAC 1803 for the PD 1401 of the circuit illustrated in FIG. 14.
In the case where the current output circuit included in the
ramp current signal source 1302 has the same structure as, or
a similar structure to the pixel amplification unit, linearity in
analog to digital conversion may be improved.

The current mirror circuit in the comparator in FIG. 17 and
the second current mirror circuit of the ramp current signal
source 1704 in FIG. 18 may be omitted. In this case, a plu-
rality of the first current mirror circuits are provided so as to
dispense the ramp current signal to the plurality of the pixel
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rows. In another case, the ramp current signal source 1704
may be replaced by the ramp current signal source 109 of the
above embodiments.

An exemplary operation for the photoelectric conversion
device according to the present embodiment may be the same
as the above described embodiments. The photoelectric con-
version device may be operated according to the drive signals
illustrated in FIG. 11 or 16.

In the present embodiment, the current signal from the
pixel is input to the comparator via an impedance conversion
portion, and then compared with the ramp current signal.
Since the parasitic capacitance of the output node may be
reduced, the voltage of the output node may be quickly
inverted. As a result, the above mentioned error may be
reduced when a clock signal of a high frequency is used.
Hence, speed of the analog to digital conversion may be
improved.

While the present invention has been described with refer-
ence to exemplary embodiments, it is to be understood that
the invention is not limited to the disclosed exemplary
embodiments. The scope of the following claims is to be
accorded the broadest interpretation so as to encompass all
such modifications and equivalent structures and functions.

This application claims the benefit of Japanese Patent
Applications No. 2011-274890 filed Dec. 15, 2011, and No.
2012-205581 filed Sep. 19, 2012, which are hereby incorpo-
rated by reference herein in its entirety.

What is claimed is:

1. An image pickup device comprising:

a first output line for current signals from a plurality of
pixels being output to the first output line;

a current mirror circuit including a first transistor electri-
cally connected to the first output line and a second
transistor electrically connected to a second output line,
the current mirror circuit being configured to mirror the
current signals from the plurality of pixels into the sec-
ond output line, the first transistor being configured to
receive the current signals from the first output line, and
the second transistor being configured to output a mir-
rored current signal to the second output line; and

a comparator configured to compare the mirrored current
signal being output from the current mirror circuit to the
second output line with a reference current signal, and to
output a signal representing a comparison result of
amplitudes of the mirrored current signal and the refer-
ence current signal,

wherein each of the plurality of the pixels includes a pho-
toelectric conversion unit and an amplification unit con-
figured to output, to the first output line, one of the
current signals from the plurality of pixels, and

wherein each of the current signals from the plurality of
pixels is based on an amount of charges generated by the
photoelectric conversion unit.

2. The image pickup device according to claim 1, further
comprising an analog to digital convertor configured to con-
vert the mirrored current signal into a digital signal, based on
the signal representing the comparison result output from the
comparator.

3. The image pickup device according to claim 2, further
comprising a ramp current signal source configured to output
a ramp current signal,

wherein the ramp current signal is the reference signal to be
input to the comparator.

4. The image pickup device according to claim 3, wherein

at least one transistor included in the amplification unit and
elements connected thereto form the same circuitry structure
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as at least one transistor included in the ramp current signal
source and elements connected thereto form.

5. The image pickup device according to claim 1, wherein
the current mirror circuit includes a gain control unit config-
ured to control an amplification factor of the mirrored current
signal to the current signal from the pixel.

6. The image pickup device according to claim 5,

wherein the current mirror circuit includes a plurality of

output-side transistors arranged in parallel on an output
side of the current mirror circuit, and

wherein the gain control unit is configured to change a

number of the output-side transistors being connected,
thereby controlling the amplification factor.

7. The image pickup device according to claim 6,

wherein the gain control unit includes a plurality of gain

control switches corresponding to the plurality of the
output-side transistors.

8. The image pickup device according to claim 5, wherein
the gain control unit is configured to control the amplification
factor for one of the plurality of the pixels individually out-
putting the current signal.

9. The image pickup device according to claim 5, wherein
the gain control unit is configured to control the amplification
factor to be a first value for one of the plurality of the pixels
individually outputting the current signal, and to control the
amplification factor to be a second value, smaller than the first
value, for two or more of the plurality of the pixels simulta-
neously outputting the current signals.

10. The image pickup device according to claim 1,

wherein the plurality of the pixels are configured to simul-

taneously output current signals from two or more of the
pixels to the first output line, and

wherein the first output line is configured such that the

current signals simultaneously output to the first output
line are summed up at the first output line.

11. The image pickup device according to claim 10, further
comprising a bias current source configured to provide each
of the plurality of the pixels with a bias current,

wherein the bias current source is configured to provide a

first bias current for one of the plurality of the pixels
individually outputting the current signal, and to provide
asecond bias current, having a larger amplitude than that
of' the first bias current, for two or more of the plurality
of the pixels simultaneously outputting the current sig-
nals.

12. The image pickup device according to claim 1, wherein
only one or more transistors for outputting the mirrored cur-
rent signal and one or more transistors for outputting the
reference current signal are electrically connected to an out-
put node of the comparator, the signal representing the com-
parison result being output to the output node.

13. The image pickup device according to claim 1, wherein
a number of transistors connected to the first output line is
larger than a number of transistors connected to an output
node of the comparator, the signal representing the compari-
son result being output to the output node.

14. The image pickup device according to claim 1, further
comprising a first semiconductor substrate,

wherein the photoelectric conversion unit is provided in the

first semiconductor substrate,

wherein the first output line is provided on a first surface of

the first semiconductor substrate, and

wherein the photoelectric conversion unit is configured to

convert incident light from a second surface of the first
semiconductor substrate, opposite to the first surface,
into a charge.
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15. The image pickup device according to claim 14, further
comprising a second semiconductor substrate facing to the
first surface of the first semiconductor substrate,

wherein the first output line is provided between the first
and second semiconductor substrates, and

wherein either one of or both of the current mirror circuit
and the amplification unit is/are provided in the second
semiconductor substrate.

16. An image pickup device comprising:

an output line;

a plurality of pixels, each of the plurality of the pixels
including a photoelectric conversion unit and an ampli-
fication unit configured to output, to the output line, a
current signal based on an amount of charges generated
by the photoelectric conversion unit;

a current mirror circuit electrically connected to the output
line;

a ramp current signal source configured to output a ramp
current signal;

a comparator configured to compare a mirrored current
signal from the current mirror circuit with the ramp
current signal, and to output a signal representing a
comparison result of amplitudes of the mirrored current
signal and the ramp current signal;

an analog to digital convertor configured to convert the
mirrored current signal into a digital signal, based on the
signal representing the comparison result output from
the comparator; and

a bias current source configured to provide each of the
plurality of the pixels with a bias current,

wherein the current mirror circuit includes a gain control
unit configured to control an amplification factor of the
mirrored current signal to the current signal from the
pixel,

wherein the gain control unit is configured to control the
amplification factor to be a first value for one of the
plurality of the pixels individually outputting the current
signal, and to control the amplification factor to be a
second value, smaller than the first value, for two or
more of the plurality of the pixels simultaneously out-
putting the current signals,

wherein the bias current source is configured to provide a
first bias current for one of the plurality of the pixels
individually outputting the current signal, and to provide
asecond bias current, having a larger amplitude than that
of the first bias current, for two or more of the plurality
of the pixels simultaneously outputting the current sig-
nals, and

wherein a number of the pixels electrically connected to the
output line is larger than a number of transistors con-
nected to an output node of the comparator, the signal
representing the comparison result being output to the
output node.

17. An image pickup device comprising:

a plurality of the pixels;

an output line for current signals from the plurality of
pixels being output to the output line;

a current mirror circuit electrically connected to the output
line; and

a comparator configured to compare a mirrored current
signal from the current mirror circuit with a reference
current signal, and to output a signal representing a
comparison result of amplitudes of the mirrored current
signal and the reference current signal,

wherein each of the plurality of the pixels includes a pho-
toelectric conversion unit and an amplification unit con-
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figured to output, to the output line, one of the current
signals from the plurality of pixels,

wherein each of the current signals from the plurality of
pixels is based on an amount of charges generated by the
photoelectric conversion unit,

wherein the current mirror circuit includes a gain control
unit configured to control an amplification factor of the
mirrored current signal to the current signal from the
pixel, and

wherein the gain control unit is configured to control the
amplification factor to be a first value for one of the
plurality of the pixels individually outputting the current
signal, and to control the amplification factor to be a
second value, smaller than the first value, for two or
more of the plurality of the pixels simultaneously out-
putting the current signals.

18. An image pickup device comprising:

a plurality of pixels;

an output line for current signals from the plurality of
pixels being output to the output line;

a current mirror circuit electrically connected to the output
line; and

a comparator configured to compare a mirrored current
signal from the current mirror circuit with a reference
current signal, and to output a signal representing a
comparison result of amplitudes of the mirrored current
signal and the reference current signal,

wherein each of the plurality of the pixels includes a pho-
toelectric conversion unit and an amplification unit con-
figured to output, to the output line, one of the current
signals from the plurality of pixels,

wherein each of the current signals from the plurality of
pixels is based on an amount of charges generated by the
photoelectric conversion unit,

wherein the plurality of the pixels are configured to simul-
taneously output current signals from two or more of the
signal pixels to the output line,

wherein the output line is configured such that the current
signals simultaneously output to the output line are
summed up at the output line,

wherein the image pickup device further comprises a bias
current source configured to provide each of the plural-
ity of the pixels with a bias current, and
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wherein the bias current source is configured to provide a
first bias current for one of the plurality of the pixels
individually outputting the current signal, and to provide
asecond bias current, having a larger amplitude than that
of the first bias current, for two or more of the plurality
of the pixels simultaneously outputting the current sig-
nals.

19. An image pickup device comprising:

a plurality of pixels;

an output line for current signals from the plurality of
pixels being output to the output line;

a current mirror circuit electrically connected to the output
line;

a comparator configured to compare a mirrored current
signal from the current mirror circuit with a reference
current signal, and to output a signal representing a
comparison result of amplitudes of the mirrored current
signal and the reference current signal;

a first semiconductor substrate; and

a second semiconductor substrate facing to a first surface of
the first semiconductor substrate,

wherein each of the plurality of the signal pixels includes a
photoelectric conversion unit and an amplification unit
configured to output, to the output line, one of the current
signals from the plurality of pixels,

wherein each of the current signals from the plurality of
pixels is based on an amount of charges generated by the
photoelectric conversion unit,

wherein the photoelectric conversion unit is provided in the
first semiconductor substrate,

wherein the output line is provided on the first surface of
the first semiconductor substrate,

wherein the photoelectric conversion unit is configured to
convert incident light from a second surface of the first
semiconductor substrate, opposite to the first surface,
into a charge,

wherein the output line is provided between the first and
second semiconductor substrates, and

wherein either one of or both of the current mirror circuit
and the amplification unit is/are provided in the second
semiconductor substrate.
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